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From fire Times-IndePendent
Moab, Utah

With comptetion of reclamation, the famed
Mi Vida (My Life) mine is now closed.

Charlie Steen's discovery of uranium at the

site of the Mi Vida mine in 1952-53led to this
area's instant fame and subsequent influx of
the people who provided the kaleidoscopic
character of the "boom days," the like not
seen since California's gold rush of 1849.

After years of prospeting, S&een was losing
hope when he stumbled across the rich
deposit of pitchblende in the variant rolling
formations that occur in Lisbon Valley, lying
southeast of Moab. Although uranium and

vanadium had been mined in various loca-
tions around the Four Corners region since
the turn of the century, this find was the ma-
jor factor that lured other prospectors,
miners and promoters to tlte area.

And, with the industry, came a myriad of
individuals who would provide first economic
growth and wealth, and second, problems

with the over-taxing of resources needed for
the men. women and children pouring into
communities where proper houing, schools

and abilities of local law enforcement agen-

cies were limited.
Miners remain a breed aPart and t}te

miners who converged on Moab were no ex-
ception. Their hard-working, hard-living
ways are the basis of legend. Bill Harrison
and his crew from Polar Mesa would swing
into town after long days and nights on shift
to take the town by storm.

Taverns swelled and their walls would echo

with the sound of raucus laughter, violent fist
fights, and often the admonitions of the
sheriff letting them know that it was "time to
gei hack to work, girls."

Jim b;tt. also a boss, tells of how the only
way to get hrs crew back to the mines to work
was to bail them out of jail, loading them in
the back of a pickup truck, nursing
hangovers that would have killed an ordinary
person.

The promoters also came
Promoters also followed this wave of

wealth, moving into the small farming com-
munites. These men could be found in bars
and coffee shops practicing the art of the hus-
tle on unsuspecting claim owners. Some had
integrity, but more often than not, the
trusting and naive were taken advantage of,
losing their interest in the mines they had
worked so hard to locate.

Big companies could swallow up the
smaller independents so quickly that one had
to be quite adept at side stepping the scoun-
drels to make equitable lease agreements
and sales. Unfortunately, these shady
characters have since made "promoting" a

bad name around the Four Corners and in
many mining endeavors since then.
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There are still residents of Moab, Mon-

ticello and Blanding who have prospered and
retain the wealth those days made affor-
dable. Ttrey live quietly, remembering hard
work, tenacity, and the fun they had ac-

cumulating that hard-won gain.
But, there are also those who lived for the

moment, with "easy come. easy go" as their
motto. They made it big, spent it all, but had

a hell of a time while it lasted.
Over t}te years, the uranium market would

rise and fall, greafly affecting the economics
of t}te surrounding towns and toqnspeople. It
reached the last peak in 1S78{b when ore
buyers were paying $40 to $45 a pound; bar-
rels of yellowcake, concentrated uranium
ore, sold for $0,000 a barrel'

Then came the final bust
The Atlas mill in Moab had just im'

plemented its alkaline circuit when the bot-
tom fell out of the market. Foreign ore was

being purchased at a discount. The govern-

ment stepped in to prohibit the purchase of
imported ore, but the damage had already
been done.

Independent owners and miners felt
betrayed by what they felt were special in-
terest groups having more money and in-
fluence than they themselves could muster.
By the mid-80s, only a few diehard miners re'
mained and the mine inspectors were hard-
pressed for work.

The inspectors felt, and rightfully so, that
their jobs were in jeopardy and were driven
to writing tickets for petty, non-applicable
violations just to hold onto their jobs.

Colorful stories are told of the constant bat-
tle between the miners and mine inspectors'
One independent miner, it's be'en said, pulled
a shotgun on inspectors wNle mining in Old
La Sal, daring them to "cross that line"'
They didn't.

Another mine owner, having had a few run'
ins with the same, put a $100 bounty on the

head of any mine inspector caught driving up

the posted singlelane grade that ore trucks
used to haul ore from White Canyon to the

Blandi'rg mill; no bounties were collected.

As fhe uranium market continued to
decline, most independents dropped out of
the running, selling out to larger corpora-
tions, with some changing vocations, some
dying. Unfortunately, the immediate rush for
uranium in the early 1950s placed safety last
on the list of priorities. Improper ventilation
and smoking underground took a dispropor-
tionate toll of workers.

The United States government has since
passed legislation and has allocated moniei
ior those who can prove a direct correlation
between mining underground and lung
ailments, but many of those seeking compen-

sation are having difficulty getting past the

red tape necessary for PaYment.

DIRT for JulY 1992

One Moab miner, although suffering with
silicosis, emphysema and aspergillosis
(fungus in the lungs), has yet to benefit from
ttre Radiation Exposure Act. In spite of this,

he and his wife, who suffers from cancer, still
haven't lost their sense of humor and laugh to

recall a Fourth of JulY Years ago.

One of the first independently operated

mines shut down last year when Jim Butt of

Monticello closed the Sage mine in San Juan
County. With government interference dogg-

ing their steps and without benefit of the

same government's help in stopping the im-,
portation of foreign ore, enthusiasm flagged

and uranium mining here has all but ceased'

Regret[ably, it's not without a degree of bit-
terness that this celebrated and productive

era draws to a close.

Names to be remembered
There are many names that will long be

remembered and associated with this
remarkable and legendary period. Although
Charlie Steen was responsible for the onset of

the uranium boom, the late Howard Balsley
will always remain the true "Uranium
King." Others are Calvin Black, Bob and and

Willine Shumway and Jim Butt. It's with a

certain irony that Jim,Butt was awarded the

contract for Mi Vida's reclamation from
Energy Fuels Nuclear Inc.

Jim Butt hhs been recognized by the State

of Utah's Mined land Reclamation Division
for his work in the field of reclamation. His
career in hardrock uranium mining spans 35

years, opening as well as working most

mines from New Mexico, Arizona and back to

Utah-Colorado.
His expertise in this sector has been lauded

by his peers, and a few weeks ago students

fiom colleges and universities statewide

came to view what is considered to be the

ideal example of reclamation on mined land'

Mi Vida's shaft was collapsed, the portals

were filled, drumps hauled and the terrain
restored, as nearly as possible, to ifs former
splendor.

One year from now, grass seed will sprout,
s years from now sagebrush will grab and

trotO. Ttre spotted owl never left and big-

horned sheep still peek shyly from below high

canyon rims.

Mountain bikers and hikers will search for
old mine roads to conveniently speed them to

their destinations, but the demand for
wilderness will have made the eid ways im-
passable. The endangered species here are

ihe men and women who followed the mining

camps, worked hard for an honest day's
wage.

All is quiet in Lisbon ValleY
All that remains of the forgotten era can be

seen, if one finds the way to this isolated ca-

nyon, as lGton ore cars exiting a lonely por-

tal. Cars running on rails that seem to be

suspended in time over huge, forbidding ore

bins standing guard over the hopes and

dreams of those who lived during an un-

forgettable season. This was truly the wild'
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Participants in the fuly 5 tour to the Mi Vida Mine site (recently
-destroyed by San ]uan County mining interests in cooperation witir
Utah State Division of Mines officials) gave Charlie Steen (in his
tradidonal khakis and pith helmet) rapt attention as he described
his life, the Mi Vida discovery, and his efforts to develop and
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First Discovery Days a huge success
_. Moab's first annual "Discovery
'Days" celebration has been a great
success, boding well for similar
Fourth of July celebrations in the
future. The 1992 eventfeatured a
luncheon and 1950's fashion show, a
banquet, minen' contest, bus tour to
the Mi Vida Mine (with Charlie
Steen as tour guide), proclamation
from the Governor of the State of
Utah, parade, fireworks, and fun and
games in City Park,

The weekend events offered some-
thing both from and for every facet
of the.community - and that was_
-demonsEatcd by tnc r@od Dreerng
turnout for the parade. Thc
luncheon and banquet were both
"sold out' and Tag-A-Long Tours
had o add an additional vehicle for
the mine tour. Attendance at City
Park on the afternoon of the Fourth
was not as grcat as anticipated, but
drere was a sizable crowd present to
hear the reading of the proclamation
by Mayor Tom Stocks
commemoraling the event by
naming the new (and not yet
completed) pavilion the "Charlie
Steen Pavilion".

The celebration began with the
dbcin luncheon at Mi Vida
Restaurant, formerly the Steen's pri-
vate home. Madge Warde and
Margaret Rynio organizcd ihc pie-
sentation of a 1950's fashion show
featuring the exquisite dresses and
gowns of the bygone era. Ann
Poole described the fabrics and fash-
ions modeled by Monica Wiggins,
Norma Nunn, Darla Martin, and
Kristen Cook. Table favors were
donated by Charlotte Jones, Kathy
Twitchell, and Olive Avery. Door

prizes were donated by about 20 dif-
ferent Moab businesses.

The banqwt was held at tlre Moab
Elks Lodge. What is now the Elks
Lodge was a privale club in the mid-
1950s, the Uranium Club, and was
the center of a large portion of
Moab's social life. It was especially
appropriate to hold the banquet in
rhe historic building, and the Elks
generosity in making the site avail-
able was much appreciated by the
Steens. Dave May served as Master

of Ceremonies. After-dinner acdvi-

, dqq irrclu&d prese-ntati.on ol m91nen;

- - los; rcagrnS oI a PtrErrauor uonr
Utah Govemor Bangerter, testimoni-
als from old friends, and a screening

of a 1950's TV Program about Steen

and his discovery ofthe M Vida'
A major high point of the week-

end was the Fourth of July Parade

wirh Charlie and M.L. Steen and
Grand Marshals. The Steens rode
(with grandchildren Monica and

Ashley Steen)-in the old red Jeep

Chufie had used in the early "50s,
the same veihicle he was using when

he made the uranium discovery
which changed the course of his life
- and forever altered $e development

of Moab, Dave May, who drove the
Jeep in the parade, reported that, "as
we turned onto Main Street and
M.I.. saw the throngs of people lin-

. ing the street for blocks, sne said'I
don't cry very often or very easy, but
rlris is...'and then I didn't hear much. fiomherforawhile".

Winners of $75 prizes in each of
frree parade categories were the
Travel Council's "Miner's
Daughters", the Fallen Arches
Square Dance CluUs dancers, and the

rs;,

Shriner's "Old Miner's Truck".
Special honorable mention nomina-
tions were made fo the Search and
Rercue groups impressive diqplay of
equipment and I(ZMU Radio's infec-
tious enthusiasrn.

Saturday aftenroor irrcluded a dcli-
cious barbecue provided by Fat Ciry
Smokehouse and the Poplar place.
Also present in the park were
games, other refreshments, free
swimming, and other activities. It
was during the early aftemoon
events that Dave May read Mayor
Stocks' proclamation naming the
navilinn fnr Clulrlie Steen--it 

ariiJ, iamily rnlmLrs, ano
many otlusproceded ftom $epa*
o the miners'conesr bcing held on
Steen property just north of town.
Nine local miners entered the
drilling contest, Oe results of which
arc report€d elsewhere in this paper.

The Steens enjoyed a "front row,
center" position for the fireworl$ at
Ken's Lake. The following nigh;
Mark Steen was overheard congranr
lating Rick Fullam (pyrotechnician
in charge of planning and conducring
the display) for an eventmuch supe.
rior to those seen in communities of
a much larger size $an lrdoab.

The Sunday tour to the Mi Vida
Mine, provided by Tag-A-Long
Tours at a token cost, was a great
success for most of the prticipnts
but was also a poignant and sadden-
ing event for many. The good Part
was having Charlie there o ulk
about his life, his discovery, the his'
toric nature of the mine. and his
unending efforts o develop and oper-
ate a clean, efhcieol mining opera"
tion. The sad part was the realiza-

tion that coltusion belwe.",
Monticello mining inierests and
Utah Statc affieiats had resulted in
the otal obliteration of rhe original
mine site, converting Uah's most
valuable hisoric monument !o min-"
ing and miners ino acres of graded
<lin The fact rhat Sure and San
Juan county interests desroyed the
site only weeks before tlre Moab cel-
ebration was especially
discouraging.

Mark Steen commented that he
thought it unlikely thar family
members would ever again wish o
visit the site. ,Chadic's remark was
morc direct, "There's nothing left.
They'rc desroyed it alt.'

The Our. and the weelend of cele-
bration, ended with a trip back to
Moab viz Big Indian Valley, past
many uranium mines that once were
productive components of the local
economy. Tour participants had
many mines pointed out and named,
not the least of which is officially
named the Lisbon Mne - but which
locally is better known as "Rio
Algom".

Blue Mountain
bike chase
scheduled

The 6tb Annual Blue Mountain
Bike Chase is planned for July tl,
1992 in Monticello. This mounrain
bike race has become a favorite
among four corner fat tire enthusi-
asts. The mid-summer event offers
a chance !o enjoy the cool alpine
mouniains of southeastern Utah.
Thedifferent surfrces and tenain will
challenge even fte most experienccd
of riders. The 25 mile course in-
cludes black top, dirt roads, uials,
steep climbs, steep descents, plus
spectacular overlool$.

NORBA age groups will be used
for both men and women. Indian
pottery is awarded as prizes and
lunch will be served at the finish
line. It all shrts at 9:00 a.m.,
Satrntlay, July I I th, 1992 ar Loyd s

Ijt o1t9 mjle.wegr of Monticello,,ry*&
t -t*.-'


